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\\
o what is if writing can do that speaklng ‘can't? Each
mpdlum/"\bxpre551on overlaps with others, wrfffnggcan do
' some of the things that spzaking can do, but each medium
N 'Y “ N
’ also has its own unique and gpecial virtues. “It should be
useful here to follow that line of thought,. for bit by bi-
h nary bit, the special ‘virtues that only writing offers are
', being hidden. The clectronic age has Jet youngsters be-
N . lieve that literacy is less important now than in grandpa's
\\\\\i?y. It may be only a passing deception, for the truth is
. that the audio-video age rests on mounds of paper, print,
”scripts, manuals, andviqvoices. But the more éudio—video ’
N~ ‘. | *
: our acts of expression become, the harder it is for the..
. ) ‘ < L
young to dikscover and take plcasure in the special virtues
\ - ’ * . '
\ kof reading and writing. '
; T 'am concerned’herelwith-the unique pdweﬁ'of'the
R§ srinted word and of Griting modeled oni print. 'That mrans
N : P
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ex{st without them for tens of thou-

T el LJ,I
3tory, drama and 8ong are so profoundly o

to the human spirit, they will survive the next burning.
. N o

If people survive.
Song is sturdy. Mere literacy, the foundation of'elecf

“

tronic fechnology, is more fragile.

L// . Sp}.phen; I am not talking about literature or its wri-

—~—

ting.. I.am talking. abdut writing that does the work of a

ccivilized world. In the terms of James Britton, this kind of

A

~

writing 1is called transactional, the writing of a participant
¥ rather than a spectator.
[ Transact{ional wfiting is intended to fit into,
.- to articulate with, the ongoinhg activities of par-
\ ticipants: poetic writing is a way of interrupting

them - interrupting them by presenting an object to
be conLmelated in itself and for itself.  Thus a°
piece of transactional writing - this present page
for example - may elicit the statement of other
views, of counter-arguments or corroborations or \
modifications, and is thus part or a chain of inter-
actions between pcople. A response in kind - another
piece of such writing - is always-a’potentlal of
transactional writing. Poetic writing, on the other
hand, demands a 'sharer,' an audience that does not /

\{ i ferrupt ¢« sipm e e '

This very broad distinction has an Lnterestlng

corollary: what' is eontributed to the

\\\ ~vity by a piece of transactional writin

survive when the writing itself is forgofiten. .Thus,

\ for example, Lindley Murray's English

o be shown to have contributed ideas at are fou P
|- in {many, succeeding grammars. It is in fact commg

‘< prgctice for informative books to be brought up Lo
dafer oquer_ a period of years Kirk"s Handbook.of
A Physiology became Halibu€ton s, -which in turn be-

cahic Mcbowell's - and no‘doubt somebody else -will

L supstitute his name in due course. Cah one imagine,

| - * .
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on the other hand, Charles Dickens produ01ng his .
version of Flelding s Tom Jones - to replace the
original - and that in “turn belng rewritten by’

C. P. Snow?

Books of'transactional_writing are not just kept, but
thef must be kept up. These are books meant to be modified;

o to be added to, to be built upon.

. From these books we learn our professions and our techs
' . B
no;ogies.\Oral language alone is unable fo sustaln that kind

of learning. Many of the subgects of a civilized culture do

not exist in any substantial degree as an oral phenomenon

£

not exist oralky.
But most 1mportant1y from a student's point of view,
y oral Ianguage alone is rot the best way to study any but the
most elementary subjects. This 1is especially true wllen the
1anguagé of higher educatien.isnot native to &ou. And it

is not native for most pcoplé. A totally monolingual educa-

tional system is not the norm; it.never has becen. Except for

'

a highly privileged few,,yooklearning has always meant lecarn-

P

/ing_a?pther, often totally different, 1anguagzg//And for stu-

S .
dents studying in a language not native to th the book is

a blessing.

A Japanese student in one of my classes.last yo®r mader,

.

S | ., ’
the point charmingly.ﬂ I had asked her- to comment on how 5

lTames Britton, Languag and Learning (Middlesex, anlaﬁa
Penguin Books, 1970) pp. 170=75. N A handy Pelican paper-
back edition was publyoheéﬂfﬁ“T9(2 '
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much more difficult it is to understand a lecture thap'a con-
versation in a newly léarneg laﬁggage.’ She told the class
how mpqhshe reclied on texts and how much she had learned to'
appreciate those pr§fessors who chose texts well. and used
them threroughly. She Qpéned a book she had-in front of her
and in a small, but afbicqlate ge%tﬁrg, she passed herxhand
over the opened book and explained,ﬂ"The pages wait for me."
They wait f&r{every student. Th¢ pagés wait. ’
Becausé our circles of love and solidarity are drawn
primarily with talk, the oral language might appear, at
first, more friendly and more personal than wri%ing. But

that first impression has failed to notice that circles

of hate and barricades of privilege are also built with 1.
. L 4

*/ sounds of lanpuage. Even within a social circle, the. oral
]

7

.’\

language can be intolerant and unforgiving. For once some—

-

thing has been said, aloud, in full awareness of another
person, it can never réally be unsaid. The oral language
of fors little shelter. Certainly not for the lonely,. nor
the stubbornly honest. it gi&es most of yg away too quickly, .

too often. : I

.

But writing, because the page waits for you, can be a

sheltering act. Words can be tried out in private,'changed,

L4

never shown. And then you can carefully take out all those

more socially shattering, risky, vulncrable exposures of

®
[
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private .feelings. You can make the words more impersonal.

] « '
Written &;rds are always very much your owng and under your

L ]

°
v

private control until you decide to let §hem go.

Aﬁd that is a good thing, for paﬁt of the ppﬁer‘of the
impersonal standard 1anéuége of public affairs and serious
1earning’ié‘précisely that it depends.on neutral registers
in which Opf's own private self is not, and should notg be,
the iss e.h;kéither one's sex, nor geographical origin, nor
age, nor even pne's own current emotioﬁal state are dt issue,

K11 these sometimes distressing distractions can be screéned

out by the, imposing fermalities of public writing.

I think that man& of our youngsters need to learn the
"power of the ultimate privacy of public, written language.
For it is a language that both accomodates and shélters the
private self. <Standard public writing is like that marve;
4lous, imposing old mansion at 104 Irving Street in Cambridge .
remembered with affection by E. E. Cummings as a place that
kept publiq things ﬁublic and private things Joyously priva@e.
Writing modeled un the public language of print both accomo- «
dates and sheltefs the sqlf~exact1y because it leaves the

private f unexposed. . *
Thié k;nd of writing and its special powegs can be
friendly and shéltering, even (and perhaps especially) in
those uses that scem at first formal and aloof. It is a
lesson harder and harder to teach énd difficult;to learn

" A '
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as the powers of literacy become more covert, hidden in minia-
ture c?rcuits and large cathode ray tubes.

Whét is happening now is that the foundation- of literacy
which supports our technolog& i$‘growing less and less visible,
less obviowg to the ‘young and to their community. It takes
more work, more imagination ‘to reach such youngstersi to let
thém lecarn how to éarticipate in that hidden literacy. That

-~

is why all the tubes and wires and reelsjand all the Scsame

14
Streets have made the writing teacher's job harder, not easier.
Yet we must persist din our audﬁo—video.age to teach the young
to kecp up the books that must be kept up, if we are to main-.

tain a decent, civilized technology.
- / ~
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